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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This Environmental Profile  is a synthesis of the state of the environment , near the  end  of the first decade of the twenty -first 

century , in the smallest of the British Virgin Islands ñthe island of Jost Van Dyke *ñand in the immediately adjacent 

smaller islands of Little Jost Van Dyke, Green Cay, Sandy Cay, and Sandy Spit.  It is the first suc h effort in the British Virgin 

Islands. 

The Profile  opens with an introductory description  of the Profile islands  (Chapter 1) , focusing on their natural and physical  

features as well as  the community setting , in order to provide the reader with an overview  of òthe placeó.  This is followed 

by a second introductory chapter (Chapter 2) which focus es on the institutional and legal framework  for protecting and 

managing the environment in the BVI, particularly as resource management institutions and laws impact Jost Van Dyke 

and its satellite islands.    

At the end of each of the six chapters that follow (Chapters 3 -8) is a section in a double -column, framed  format that 

highlights the priority resource management and protection issues surrounding each chapterõs ce ntral theme ; alongside 

each issue are specific recommendations for action.   

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on the terrestrial and marine natural resource sectors.  òConserving the Biodiversity of Jost Van 

Dykeó (Chapter 3) provides the first comprehensive invento ry and assessment of the terrestrial environment of Jost Van 

Dyke, encompassing separate sections on floral and faunal resources  and a further section on salt ponds as a critical 

ecosystem.  òJost Van Dyke and the Seaó (Chapter 4) moves to the marine and c oastal environment to examine both 

the maritime traditions of the island as well as the economic primacy of the sea in the lives of Jost Van Dykians.  The 

islandõs marine biological communities ñits beaches, mangroves, seagrasses  and coral reefs ñare examine d, as well as 

the fisheries sector.  

Chapters 5 and 6 turn to the man -made  environment, focusing  on the islandõs historical heritage and its cultural tradi-

tions.  The historic sites of Jost Van Dyke and Little JVD are inventoried and assessed in Chapter 5 , while the non -tangible 

artefacts of JVDõs cultural heritage are explored in Chapter 6.  

Chapter 7 looks at waste management and pollution control issues , while the  last chapter of the Profile  (Chapter 8) looks 

to the future, at priorities for protection a nd how a small place with a small population might participate more fully in the 

management of its commonly -shared resources.  

The Profile  provides easier access to environmental data, findings and recommendations than has ever been available 

for the target ed  islands.  It presents JVD as an island  where resources and community are undergoing change as a result 

of economic growth.  It identifies those resources most at risk and discusses current practices and policies that continue 

to place these resources in  jeopardy.  It links the healthy sustainability of the islandõs resource base to its economic fu-

ture, given the islandõs economic dependence on tourism.  It provides options and choices for Jost Van Dykeõs residents 

and stakeholders, and for the Governmen t of the Virgin Islands  as it shares responsibility for the islandõs future with Jost 

Van Dykians.   

As stated elsewhere in this Environmental Profile , Jost Van Dyke finds itself positioned between a past it does not want to 

lose or squander and a future t hat promises expanded growth, but with costs.  Its citizens and Government need to  find 

a balance between wh at they want to protect and how they want to grow.  When assessing the limits of growth , Jost 

Van Dyke  must ask:   what can be removed from the envir onment and from the cultural patrimony , and how much can 

be put back in the way of pollution or extracted and lost forever for  future  use and enjoyment ?  This Environmental Profile  

is intended to help guide those choices and decisions  by presenting  informa tionñperhaps the most precious resource of 

all . 

 

 

 

* The spelling of Jost Van Dyke (with an upper or lower case òvó in Van) wa s not consistent in the various sources  we consulted , including  

   Government report s and topographic/nautical maps .  For this report, we have elected to capitalis e the òVó throughout. 
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PREFACE 

Environmental Profiles  

The potential utility of Environ -

mental Profiles in the Eastern 

Caribbean was first acknow l-

edged  during a seminar on In -

dustry, Environment and Devel -

opment sponsored  by the 

Caribbean Conservation Asso -

ciation (CCA)  and the University 

of the West Indies in August  of 

1986.  Seminar participants  co n-

firmed the need to produce 

Profiles for each country in the 

Eastern Caribbean region, with 

particular attention given to a 

profiling process that would 

strengthen existing institutions 

and make maximum use of 

qualified local personnel and 

indigenous organisations.  Add i-

tionally, Environmental Profiles 

were recogni sed as an effective 

means to help ensure that en -

vironmental is sues were ade -

quately addressed in the devel -

opment planning process and  

would lead to greater advo -

cacy of environmental consid -

era tions in public policy decision 

making.  

Environmental Profiles were first 

produced in the Eastern Carib -

bean as part of a pr oject i m-

plemented from 1987 -1990 by 

the Caribbean Conservation 

Association with the technical 

assistance of the Island R e-

sources Foundation (IRF).  This 

effort was funded by the U.S. 

Agency for International Devel -

opment (USAID)  and resulted in 

publicati on in 1991 of six Envi -

ronmental Profiles for the coun -

tries of Antigua and Barbuda, 

Dominica, Grenada, St. Kitts 

and Nevis, St. Lucia, and St. 

Vincent and the Grenadines.  A 

synthesis of the six Profiles was 

provided in Environmental 

Agenda for the 1990s , also pu b-

lished jointly by Island Resources 

Foundation and the Caribbean 

Conservation Association in 

1991. 

Two years late r, with funding 

from the United Nations Deve l-

opment Programme (UNDP), 

CCA and IRF undertook prep -

aration of two additional Env i-

ronme ntal Profiles, this time for 

the islands of Anguilla and 

Montserrat (published in 1993).  

No Environmental Profile has 

been produced for the British 

Virgin Islands (BVI), although 

UNDP had indicated a willin g-

ness to support a  BVI Profile at 

the time it un dertook funding for 

Anguilla and Montserrat.  

These comprehensive Profile 

documents represent the most 

comprehensive environmental 

overviews prepared to date for 

each of the target islands.  Al -

tho ugh much of the data in -

cluded is  now out dated, the 

eight Pr ofiles continue to be 

used extensively by natural re-

source managers, researchers, 

students, policy makers and d e-

velopment planners throughout 

the Caribbean.  

The Jost Van Dyke 

Environmental Profile  

In 2007, a partnership was e s-

tablished between the Jost  Van 

Dykes (BVI) Preservation Society 

(JVDPS), a recently revived  

community -based organisation  

on the BVI island of JVD, and  

the Island Resources Founda -

tion , a 35 -year -old environmen -

tal NGO serving the insular 

Caribbean.  A primary objective 

of the partn ership was to de -

velop an Environmental Profile 

of  Jost Van Dyke, the fourth 

largest of the inhabited British 

Virgin Islands.   

The two organisations recog -

nised that the Jost Van Dyke 

community faced  a growing 

challenge to balance its ec o-

nomic growth wit h sustainable 

use of its natural resources.  

However, they  also acknow l-

edged that there was little 

scientifically based information 

available for the community to 

employ in evaluating the short - 

and long -term impacts of 

growth.  

A project was proposed that  

would bring a fresh approach to 

community awareness and un -

derstanding of the local envi -

ronment.  Phase 1 of the initia -

tive would focus on develop -

ment of a  Jost Van Dyke  Envi-

ronmental Profile , including the 

surrounding islands of Little Jost 

Van Dyke,  Sandy Cay, Green 

Cay, and Sandy Spit .   
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Phase 2 would draw upon Pro -

file findings (1) to disseminate 

new information , in several for -

mats , to JVD residents, stak e-

holders, visitors, and the BVI 

Government  and (2) to  initiate a 

long -term programme of edu -

c ation, outreach and enviro n-

mental monitoring by the JVD 

Preservation Society.  

Subsequently, an application 

was submitted by the Society to 

the UK Overseas Territories Envi -

ronment Programme (OTEP) for 

funding of a new  project, now 

entitled  òJost Van Dykeõs Com -

munity -based Programme for 

Advancing Environmental Pro -

tect ion and Sustainable Devel -

opment ó.  The project was a p-

proved by OTEP in March 2008 

and formally announced at a 

community meeting in J ost Van 

Dyke  in May 2008 by His Excel-

lency, Governor Dav id Pear y. 

This Environmental Profile , consti -

tuting Phase 1 of the approved 

project, provides a description 

of the natural and historical re-

sources of JVD and its nearby 

neighbouring  islands.  It assesses 

the current condition of this tar -

geted environmen t and  identi -

fies natural features, species, 

sites, and ecosystems that r e-

quire special protection.   

Additionally, i t review s BVI and 

JVD institutions, legislation, pol i-

cies and programmes for the 

environment as these apply to 

Jost Van Dyke and its neig h-

bouring islands.  

This document also identifies the 

major environmental issues, 

conflicts, and problems that 

currently affect the quality of life 

in Jost Van Dyke and assesses 

options for improving the long -

term environmental health of 

Jost Van Dyke and t he smaller 

islands of Little Jost  Van Dyke , 

Sandy Cay, Green Cay, and 

Sandy Spit.  

Intended A udience   

A focus audience  of intended  

Profile users was identified early 

on by project planners.  With this 

focus in mind, t he JVD Environ-

mental Profile was prepar ed to 

serve as: 

 A primary reference docu -

ment and information r e-

source for the residents of 

Jost Van Dyke, including the 

Primary School.  

 A planning resource for the 

Jost Van Dykes Preservation 

Society as it identifies and 

develops its future pr o-

grammes a nd activities.  

 An additional reference 

source for BVI government 

planners, technicians, re -

source managers, research -

ers, educators, and policy 

decision -makers, and for pr i-

vate -sector developers and 

consultants, NGOs, donor 

agencies, and the general 

publi c,  

Intended Outcome   

As we commenced the project, 

it seemed to be an opportune 

moment to examine not only 

the islandõs environmental re -

source base ñupon which fu -

ture economic growth will be 

established ñbut also to identify 

and assess prior ity env ironmen -

tal issues and concerns and 

place these in a forward -looking 

context that supports sustain -

able growth.  There seemed to 

be considerable value in taking 

a retrospective look at and 

reporting on env ironmental 

change on this emerging and 

promising island.   

Moreover, a process that pro -

vides easy access to data, 

find ings and recommendations 

will increase their visibility to a 

wider audience of resource 

users, stakeholders, and island 

lea ders.  In the long -term, pro -

ject participants believe this 

effort will e nable the community 

of Jost Van Dyke to apply 

broader environmental  con -

cepts and issues to daily life, civil 

discourse, and decision making 

about JVDõs future. 

Jost Van Dyke has been re -

ferred to elsewhere as a òmi-

crocosmó of the larger British 

Virgin Islands.  In this context, 

the lessons learned about its 

environmental future through 

the profiling process might well 

provide a fresh approach to 

understanding environmental 

change in the BVI Territory as a 

whole and to improving cha n-

nels of dialogue among  those in 

search of workable solutions.  

JUDITH A. TOWLE, PROFILE EDITOR 

 ISLAND RESOURCES FOUNDATION 

 SEPTEMBER 2009 

 



  

 

 

Figure 1.  

Topographic map of Jost Van Dyke, Little Jost Van Dyke, Gree n Cay, Sandy Spit and Sandy Cay  

(map source:  UK Directorate of O verseas Surveys, Series E 803 (D.O.S. 346); Edition 3-D.O.S. 1984). 
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1. DESCRIPTIVE OVERVIEW 

INTRODUCTION TO THE 
PROFILE ISLANDS 

Despite its three centuries of 

modern habitation , Jost Van 

Dyke (JVD) has only been lightly 

developed, with economic 

growth proc eeding at a slower 

pace compared to its larger 

nearby neighbours ñTortola in 

the British Virgin Islands (BVI) and 

St. Thomas in the U.S. Virgin 

Islands (USVI).  Much of the 

islandõs environmental and 

cu ltural eleme nts remain 

relatively intact ; its lifestyle 

seems less hurried and stressful 

than on more developed 

Caribbean islands.   

Yet the pressures for change 

and growth are also evident , 

and Jost Van Dyke finds itself 

positioned between a past it 

does not want to lose or 

squander and a future that 

promises  more 

options with e x-

panded growth.   

The island is ap -

proximately 8 

square kilometres 

(3 square miles) in 

size and lies a -

bout 8 kilometres 

(5 miles) north -

west of Tortola, 

the primary com -

mercial and po -

litical centre of 

the BVI  (Figure 2 ), 

about 11 kilome-

tres (7 mi les) 

north east of St. 

Thomas, the 

commercial and 

political centre of the USVI, and 

about 10  kilometres ( 6 miles) 

north of St. John, USVI, the site of 

the Virgin Islands National Park.   

The islandõs population is small 

(less than 300 reside nts).  A few  

from JVD  work  in Tortola and 

com mute  by ferry or private 

boat  (about a 30 -minute one -

way trip) .   A larger number of 

Government and private sector 

workers commute in the 

opposite direction, from Tortola 

to JVD for a dayõs work.  The 

Governm ent  operates one 

primary school, a public health 

services clinic , and police and 

fire facilities on the island , as 

well as providing postal services 

and Customs and Immigration 

services.   

According to the JVD District 

Officer, approximately 15 

workers are em ployed by 

Government on the island , 

including employees in the 

Departments of Solid Waste, 

Environmental Health, and 

Conservation and Fisheries, as 

well as staff from Public Works 

and Water and Sewerage ( pers. 

c omm ., Carmen Blyden, 2009) . 

Economic pursuits  were primarily 

limited to farming and fishing 

until the emergence of the  BVI 

tourism sector in the 1960s and 

the recognition  of Jost Van 

Dyke and its neighbouring isles 

and surrounding pristine waters 

as a key  destination for 

yachting tourism  in the BVI.   

Little Jost Van Dyke  (LJVD) is a 

smaller island , 66 hec tares ( 163 

acres ), lying offshore of JVDõs 

east end .  It is uninhabited 

except for one family which has 

made the island home since 

1981.  There was a bar/restau -

rant facility on 

Little Jost dating 

to  the 1960s, but 

it is no longer 

functional.   

During the eigh -

teenth century, 

a prominent 

Quaker family  

named  Lettsom 

maintained a 

plantation on 

Little Jost, the 

ruins of which still 

remain  (see 

Chapter 5).  Dr. 

John Coakley 

Lettsom (1744 -

1815) was born 

on  LJVD and  

Figure 2 . Location of Jost Van Dyke, Little Jost Van Dyke, Green 

Cay, Sandy Spit, and Sandy Cay.  
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later founded the Medical So -

ciety of London in 1773 .  

Because of his prominence, 

there is continu ed  interest in 

restoring and developing th is 

site, including a negated 

development scheme for the 

entire island by a Canadian 

developer in the late  1960s.   

A little less than half the island 

(31 of 66 hectares ), including 

the Lettsom plantation ruins, is  

part of a  family estate owned 

by  the Vanterpool family of JVD ; 

the remainder of the island is 

gov ernment land  (Figure 3 ).  

Pelican Cay  (Photo 1 ), about 10 

acres in size, lies just off the 

northern shore of LJVD.  

In the eighteenth century,  the 

Lettsom family of LJVD also 

owned Green Cay  and Sandy 

Cay ; the principal crop o n these 

isolated islets was cotton.  

Nearby Sandy Spit  was not 

farmed as a sand y beach 

covers about three -quarters of 

the tiny isletõs coastline.   

Sandy Cay (5.7 hectares/ 14 

acres in size) lies a little less than 

a kilometre  to the east of the  

southeastern point of Jost Van 

Dyke ; Green Cay (6 hectares/ 15 

acres in size) lies less 

than a kilometre  off 

the eastern tip of 

JVD (a little more 

than six kilometres  

north of the western 

end of Tortola); and 

Sandy Spit  (0.10 hec -

tare s/ 0.25 acre s) is 

just south of Green 

Cay ( Figure 2 ). 

There is not evidence 

that any of the three  

ever had a resi dent 

population; no building  

foundat ions, rock walls, turtle 

crawls, fencing  or the like 

survive to g ive evidence of 

former habitation .  In the case 

of the largest and most visited 

of the three ñSandy Cay ñthe 

islandõs last private owner  did 

not build  any st ructures,  docks, 

jetties, or other physical 

attractions  to accommodate 

visitation , except for a walking 

trail and an abandoned 

irrigation system.  

For four decades, from the late 

1960s, Sandy Cay was owned 

by international entrepreneur 

and conservationist, the late  

Laurance S. Rockefeller , who 

had purchased the island from 

the Smith brothers of Apple Bay, 

Tortola  (pers. comm ., Premier  

Ralph OõNeal, May 2008).  Mr. 

Rockefeller maintained the 

uninhabited island as a combi -

nation botanic garden, nature 

reserve,  and low -key recrea -

tional site, always open to the 

public  even though  the island 

remained in private ownership . 

Sandy Cayõs privately main-

tained park became a public 

park when, in May of 2008, the 

Estate of Laurance S. 

Rockefeller donated the pro -

perty as a protected natural 

area to the British Virgin Islands 

National Parks Trust (NPT), to 

remain in perpetuity as part of 

the Territoryõs System of National 

Parks and Protected Areas.  

During Mr. Rockefellerõs 40-year 

stewardship of the island, he put 

in pla ce a management 

strategy that permitted him not 

only to practice conservation 

but also to experiment with im -

proving the islandõs visual per-

spective and the aesthetics of 

 Figure 3 . Little Jost Van Dyke, with Crown Land to the right 

shown in brighter yellow; the remainder of the island 

(to the left) is in private ownership (source:  T&CPD).  

Photo 1.  

Pelican Cay, top of photo, is locate d along the 

north shore of Little Jost Van Dyke.  It is connected 

to the larger island by a sandy/cobbly spit, except 

when the spit is breached by very strong storms.  
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selected landscape features.  

His aim was to facilitate an un -

derstanding of what he  termed 

the òwilderness qualities ó of 

Sandy Cay  (Photo 2).  His vision 

included horticultural en -

hancement, clearing of under -

brush, significantly increasing 

the number of coastal coconut 

palm trees, and making the 

island accessible by creating 

and maintai ning a simple walk -

ing trail.   

Now, as the BVIõs newest na-

tional park, Sandy Cay will be 

maintained and protected by 

the National Parks Trust as part 

of the Sandy Cay Habitat 

Management Area.   

In addition to Sandy Cay , and  

within the geographic area 

en compassed by this Environ-

mental Profile , other officially 

protected areas  include:   

 Diamond Cay National Park , 

a one -half hectare/ 1.25 acre 

site occurring as the terminus 

of a small peninsula  off Long 

Bay, JVD, a national park 

since 1991 , and  

 A fisheries protected area in 

the waters to the east of 

Green Cay and Sandy Spit  

(15.5 hectares/ 38.4 acres) , so 

declared under the Fisheries 

Regulations, 2003.  

Since the early 1980s,  Green 

Cay and Sandy Spit have been 

proposed  for protected area 

status.  The British Virgin Islands 

Protected Areas System Plan, 

2007-2017 (Gardner, 2007) 

reaffirms the proposed designa -

tion of a larger management 

unit under the authority of the 

NPT to include Sandy Cay, 

Green Cay, and Sandy Spit as a 

marine and terrestrial protected 

are a.  With the Governmentõs 

purchase of the formerly 

privately owned Green Cay 

and Sandy Spit (completed in 

2005), this hopeful vision would 

seem to be closer to becoming 

a reality.  

 

THE PHYSICAL AND 
NATURAL SETTING 

Geology  

Jost Van Dyke and its surround -

ing islands are relic mountain -

tops that lie on a geological 

structure known as the Puerto 

Rican Plateau.  During the last 

Ice A ge, about 10,000 years 

ago when sea level was well 

below the current level, the is -

land of Puerto Rico formed a 

huge land mass tha t included 

all of the British Virgin Island s 

and all the U.S Virgin Islands, 

with the exception of St. Croix.  

The current shape of JVD is the 

result of the  interaction of geo -

logical tectonic forces (uplifts) 

and the opposing forces of 

mass wasting (weathe ring, ero -

sion, landslides), and changes in 

the sea level attributed to 

glacial melting since the peak 

of glaciation .  Evidence of 

geological activity  is reflected 

along many JVD road cuts, 

particularly along the Ridge 

Road  and along the exposed 

north coas t (Photo 3). 

 

Photo 2.   Sandy Cay Vista, May 2008.   

This photo of Sandy Cay displays the òmanag ed wilderness ó landscape that Laurance Rockefeller worked to achieve at the island.  

The primary attraction was always the accessible beach with gorgeous white sand.  Yet, by shaping tree canopies and nurturing  

and exposing colourful flowering plants and c learing sight lines in the vegetative understory, he also sought to enable visitors to 

sense the complexity of the islandõs intermixed ecosystem.   
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The dominant bedrock geology 

for all the P rofile islands (except 

Sandy Spit) is of volcanic origin 

and consists of two closely 

related formations.  The òShark 

Bay Formationó occupies the 

northern half of JVD, all of LJVD 

and Green Cay.  It is mostly 

composed of glass -bearing 

andesitic breccias and tuffs  

(Helsley, 1960).   

The òHans Lollik Formationó 

covers the southern half of JVD 

and the eastern ridge on Sandy 

Cay.  Dominant rock types 

include augite, andesitic 

breccias, and tuffs (Helsley  

1960).  Sandy Spit is an 

accumulation of coralline sand 

probably overlying a very 

shallow , hard -bottom reef 

system.  No exposed volcanic 

bedrock is found on the island.  

Other tha n volcanic bedrock, 

surficial deposits are found 

scattered throughout low -lying 

parts and around JVDõs 

shoreline.  They include valley fill 

and alluvium and are of 

restricted extent laterally, 

occurring in the 

flats of the more 

important ghuts 

and valley 

bottoms such as 

the Great Harbour, 

White Bay, Garner 

Bay, and Long Bay 

areas.    

No data are  

available on the 

thickness of these 

deposits, but  it is 

likely that they are 5 

metres (16 feet) or 

more in  

thickness, 

becoming  increasingly 

shallow inland.  Other 

features found in low -

lying area s include  salt 

ponds, beach rock, 

and beaches  with 

deposits ranging from 

cora lline sand to 

cobble and rubble  

(Martin -Kaye, 1959) . 

Soils 

With the exception of the low -

lands, most of the surface area 

of Jost Van Dyke is comprised of 

a thin layer of soil and sediment 

overlying the bedrock.  Bedrock 

outcrops are numerous and 

everywhere , particularly where 

slopes are very steep .  In many 

areas goats have ravaged the 

ground and sh rub vegetation, 

and, as a consequence, the soil 

layer has com pletely eroded 

away  (Photo 4).  In other areas , 

less frequented b y goats and on  

Photo 3 . Near -vertical and contorted layers of vol -

canic bedrock along Cape Wright (nort h-

east coast of JVD), looking toward Little Jost 

Van Dyke.  

Photo 5. Above is an example of a well -developed soil profile with 

organic litter at the surface, underlain by more decomposed 

organic matter mixed with mineral content from underlying 

volcanic bedrock.  

Photo 3 .   This photo, taken 

along the Western Peninsula of 

JVD, illustrates ground that is 

com pletely devoid of soil.  

Plants are limited to Jumping 

Cac tuses (Opuntia repens ) 

and Wild Pineapple  (Bromelia 

penguin ). 

Photo 4.  

This photo, taken along the Western Peninsula of JVD, 

illustrates ground that is completely devoid of soil.  Plants 

are limited to Jumping Cact i (Opuntia repens ) and Wild 

Pineapples ( Bromelia penguin ). 
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more gentle sl opes, soils were 

found to be 10 ð15 c enti metres 

(4-6 inches) thick as shown i n 

Photo 5, tak en east of Majohnny 

Hill along Ridge R oad, JVD.   

There is no soil map for the 

Profile islands.  However , soils 

are similar to those  foun d 

throughout much of the Virgin 

Islands.  They tend to reflect the 

nature of the underlying 

bedrock, which is primarily 

volcanic  (Mount, et al ., 1992).   

Weathering processes, oxida -

tion and other chemical reac -

tions have produced  an accu -

mulation of inorg anic minerals 

that form the basis of the soil 

structure.  The addition of or -

ganic material in the form of 

decayed leaves and plant and 

animal parts form the soil struc -

ture we see today.  

Topography  and Drainage  

Jost Van Dyke is higher than  its 

neighbourin g islands.  Its highest 

peak, Majohnny Hill,  reaches 

321metres (1,054 feet) in eleva -

tion, while LJVDõs highest point is 

94 metres (308 feet) ; Green 

Cayõs highest is 30 metres (98 

feet), and Sandy Cayõs is 18 me-

tres (60 feet).  Sandy Spit is flat 

and bar ely 2 metres (6 feet) 

above sea level.  Table 1 pro -

vides known elevations for 

islands in the Profile group, ex -

cluding Sandy Spit.  

With the exception of Sandy Spit 

and the western two -thirds of 

Sandy Cay, the Profile islands 

display a rugged topography   

 

Table 1.   

Known elevations for Profile islands.  

Source:    UK Directorate of Overseas Surveys, 

Series E 803 (D.O.S. 346); Edition 3-D.O.S. 1984. 

with  irregular coastline.  The 

islandsõ turbulent geological 

past was marked by extensive 

seismic and  volcanic activity 

and subsequent erosional 

forces .  These forces produced 

the  variety of landscape 

features we see today  

throughout the BVI ñincluding 

JVDñwhi ch  residents and  

visitors alike  find so appealing.  

The sheer cliffs that line most of 

the northern coastline of JVD, 

LJVD, Green Cay and Sandy 

Cay guarantee dramatic and 

panoramic views.  One such  

example can be seen along  the 

northern coastline of the Wes t-

ern Peninsula , JVD.  Here the 

cliff face can reach 50 to 100  

metres (160 to 320 f ee t) in 

height  (Photo  6). 

A single -site topographic 

feature of the island is Bubbly  

Pool, a small inner cove located 

on the northeast of the island  

near Cape Wright Pond.  This 

feature is caused by a rugged 

bedrock formation that funnels 

waves through a narrow 

passage into the small cove.  

The full power of the waves is 

broken as it moves  through the 

passage causing bubbling 

white water from the waves to 

enter the pool, fill ing it with 

white, foaming jets of sea 

water ña natural Jacuzzi , so to 

speak.  

Steep -sloping terrain is another 

topographic feature  of these 

islands, especially the two 

largest.  On JVD, from Majohnny 

Hill to Great Harbour , the 

average slope ranges between 

35 to 40  percent , while on LJVD 

it is around 30 to 35  percent , but  

much less on Green Cay.  

Because of their size and low 

precipitation, there are no 

freshwater ponds and no 

perennial streams on any of the 

Profile islands.  Intermittent 

streams , locally kno wn as ghuts , 

are found only on JVD  and only 

flow during intense rainfall.   

Name  Island  Elevation  

Majohnny Hill  JVD 
321 m 

(1,054 ft) 

Roach Hill  JVD 
313 m 

(1,026 ft) 

Old Mill Round  JVD 
182 m 

(596 ft)  

West End Hill JVD 
180 m 

(591 ft)  

Little Harbour  JVD 
148 m 

(487 ft)  

Saddle Hill  JVD 
113 m 

(372 ft)  

Unnamed 

Highest Point  
LJVD 

94 m 

(308 ft)  

Unnamed 

Highest Point  

Green 

Cay  

30 m 

(98 ft)  

Unnamed 

Highest Point  

Sandy 

Cay  

18 m 

(60 ft)  

Photo 6 . 

The dramatic north -facing cliffs along the Western 

Peninsula, JVD.  West End Hi ll is the highest point 

on the Peninsula at 180 metres (591 feet).  Further 

offshore is the island of Great Tobago.  
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The two most prominent streams 

are Brown Ghut and the Great 

Harbour Ghut.  Both are approx -

imately 1 .5 to 1.7 k ilometres  (0.9 

to 1 mile) in length , and both 

have two tri butaries.   Brown 

Ghut flows directly into East End 

Harbo ur (Photo 7), while the 

Ghut at G reat Harbour flows 

indirectly into the salt  pond.  

Most other ghuts  on JVD  

(except for Cherry Ghut and 

Great Ghut) are unnamed and 

poorly developed.  

 

 

 

Climate  

The Profile islands lie within t he 

Trade Wind Climate Z one and 

possess a subtropical climate.  

Characteristically, winds 

originate from directions 

between east -northeast and 

southeast.  The average wind 

direction varies throughout the 

year according to the following 

gene ral pattern s: 

 December to February : 

winds  blow from east -

northeast (k now n locally as 

òChristmas windsó). 

 March to May :  

wind s blow from easterly 

directions.  

 June to August :  

winds blow from east to 

southeast . 

 September to November : 

winds blow mainly from t he 

east to southeast.  

Squalls are fairly common at 

certain times of the year, and , 

except for the occasional 

hurricane, highest wind speeds 

are experienced from 

December to February and 

again in June and Jul y.  Aver -

age wind speeds for the month s 

of June ðJuly are around 12 -20 

kilometres per hour (7 -12 miles 

per hour),  while , in October , 

average wind speeds can drop 

to 7 kilometres (4 miles) per 

hour .  

The Profile islands also lie within 

the Hurricane B elt.  These 

intense storms occur between 

June and Novemb er, with 

September being the most 

active  month .  Within recent 

years, several hurricanes passed 

sufficiently close to the B VI to 

cause  moderate to  significant 

damage (see Table 2  for partial 

listing). 

Hurricanes generate high winds 

and waves, storm surge, heavy 

rainfall and flooding.  Hurricanes 

may approach from any direc -

tion, as was seen in November 

1999 when Hurricane Lenny 

moved from west to east across 

the Caribbean Sea and more 

recently Hurricane Omar 

(October 2008), which followed 

a similar pattern.  

Table 2.    

Recent storms and hurricanes  

in the BVI.   

Date   Storm 

1955 

 August  
Hurricane Connie  

1960 

August  
Hurricane Donna  

1979 

29 August  

Hurricane  

David  

1979 

4 September  

Hurricane 

Frederic  

1984 

November  

Tropical Storm 

Klaus 

1988 

10 September  

Tropical Storm 

Gilbert  

1989 

17 September  

Hurricane  

Hugo  

1995 

19 August  

Hurricane  

Iris 

1995 

4 September  

Hurricane  

Luis 

1995 

15 September  

Hurricane  

Marilyn  

1996 

6 July 

Hurricane  

Bertha  

1996 

9 September  

Tropical Storm 

Hortense  

1998 

21 September  

Hurricane 

Georges  

1999 

21 October  

Hurricane  

Jose 

1999 

17 November  

Hurricane  

Lenny  

2000 

22 August  

Hurricane  

Debby  

2008 

15 October  

Hurricane  

Omar  

Temperatures vary little through -

out the year, with day time tem -

peratures that fall within the 

range of 25  - 29  C (77  - 84  F) 

and usually will drop by six de -

grees at night.  Temperatures 

average an annual 27.2  C (81  

F), with the winter lows averag -

ing 24.4  C (76  F) and the 

Photo 7. 

Dry stream bed of Brown Ghut,  

Jost Van Dyke.  
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summer high reaching the 

upper 20 degrees C (low -to -mid 

80s F).  The temperature and 

climate are moderated by near 

constant on -shore breezes.   Due 

to year -round high temper a-

tures and nearly constant winds, 

the evapo -transpiration rate is 

generally high.  

Typically, the Profile  islands ex-

perience both a dry and we t 

season , with one lon ger than 

the other.  The longer wet sea -

son generally coincides with the 

hurricane season and produces 

most of the annual rainfall.  

Heavy rainfall sometimes occurs 

during the passage of easterly 

tropical waves, which are 

spurned off the West African 

coast from June to November 

of each year.  Occasionally, 

these waves intensify into 

tropical depressions, tropical 

storms, or hurricanes.  

The amount of rain varies 

monthly and annually, with the 

general trend of dry -to -wet from 

east -to -west, and south -to -

north.  The late Rowan Roy, a 

long -time resident of Hodges 

Creek (Tortola), recorded rain -

fall from 1974 to 1999.  Accord -

ing to his records, the annual 

mean rainfall over a 25 -year 

period was 97.9 centi metres 

(38.5 inches) (Roy, 1999).  Royõs 

data correspond wit h records 

from the Development Planning 

Unit of the BVI Govern ment, 

which identifies the aver age 

rainfall from 1996 to 2005 as 

94.01 centimetres (37.01 inches) 

(http://dpu.gov.vg/Indicators  

/rain fall1.htm ). 

 

THE COMMUNITY 
SETTING 

Population Characteristics  

At approximately 8 square 

kilometres/3 square miles, Jost 

Van Dyke is the smallest of the 

four main islands of the BVI.  Its 

population is roughly that of 

Anegada, although Anegada is 

30 square  kilometres larger than 

Jost.   

According to  the Governmentõs 

Development Planning Unit 

(DPU) figures for 2008 , Jost Van 

Dykeõs population of perma -

nent residents is 297 (many resi -

dents argue that this govern -

ment -derived population figure 

is too high and  believe that citi -

zens who actually live in St. 

Thomas are being included).  

The official figure indicates a 

continued trend in population 

growth (up from 244 in 2001), 

albeit the islandõs resident 

community continues to 

represent only one percent of 

the Territoryõs total population 

(see Table 3 ).  Before the island 

was electrified in 1992 and the 

roads paved, the population 

stood at less than 150, a figure 

that has doubled in the inter -

vening two decades.  

Almost two -thirds of the islandõs 

permanent reside nts were born 

in the BVI; 90 percent of the 

residents are of African descent, 

which is roughly the same per -

centage for the Territory as a 

whole.  

Approximately an equal 

number of men and women 

reside on JVD.  The age 

demographics point to a fairly 

young po pulation, with almost 

one -half (46%) of the residents 

under the age of 35 and almost 

70 percent under the age of 50.  

One -third of the residents of JVD 

are over the age of 50, with 

eleven hardy souls having 

reached age 85 or older ( Table 

4). However, as wi th the total 

population figure cited earlier in 

this section, local residents 

dispute whether there actually 

are eleven persons still living on 

the island over the age of 85.   

The labour force comprises 186 

employed individuals (almost 

two -thirds of the po pulation), 

with only nine persons listed as 

òunemployedó in 2008 (DPU 

data).   

Table 3.    

Population figures for JVD compared to 

total BVI population, 2001 -08  

(source:  BVI Government, DPU). 

Year  JVD BVI 

2001 244 23,161 

2002 250 23,774 

2003 257 24.432 

2004 265 25,153 

2005 273 25,940 

2006 282 26,787 

2007 290 27,518 

2008 297 28,213 

Table  4.  

Age distribution of  

Jost Van Dyke population, 2008  

(source:  BVI Government, DPU). 

Age  

Group  

% of 

Population  

0 ð 19 21% 

20 - 34 25% 

35 ð 49 22% 

50 ð 85+ 32% 

http://dpu.gov.vg/Indicators%0b/rainfall1.htm
http://dpu.gov.vg/Indicators%0b/rainfall1.htm
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Historical D evelopment  

The historical background for Jost Van 

Dyke in the following section was pro-

vided by Michael D. Kent of the H. 

Lavity Stout Community College, who 

based this write -up on his historical 

stud y of the BVI.   References  have 

been used as provided by Mr. Kent ; the 

two long quotations are from British 

Colonial Office reports, copies of which 

are in Mr. Kentõs personal collection. 

The name Jost Van Dyke most 

likely had  its origins during the 

Dutch occupation of the BVI 

between 1650 (±  2 years) and 

1672.  Jost is a misspelling of the 

Dutch first name Joost, a variant 

of the name Justin, whilst Van 

Dyke is both Dutch and Flemish 

and as common a surname in 

Holland today as Hodge is in 

Tortola.  

Who Jost Van Dyke  was, 

ho wever, remains a my stery, 

and erroneous information 

reported  on the Internet  

suggesting that he was an early 

seventeenth -century pirate has 

no academic foundation.  

It is more probable that , like the 

residents of Tortola during this 

period, Van Dyke had originally 

migrated t o the West Indies 

from the Zeeland Peninsula in 

Holland and was subsequently 

one of the frontier colonists dis -

patched to the Virgin Islands by 

Governor  Abraham  Adrienssen 

of St. Eustatius  in 1648.  The deci -

sion by the Spanish to dismantle 

their fortifica tions on St Maarten 

a year later, making the Lee -

ward Island region (including 

the BVI) safer, was also probably 

an important factor influencing 

Go vernor Adrienssenõs decision 

to send  settlers to the BVI.  

The Dutch occupation was not, 

however, an official ly sanc -

tioned company settlement , 

and Tortola was privately sold in 

February of 1663 for the sum of 

£400 to a Rotte rdam merchant 

named  William Hunthum.   

Whether this sale included Jost 

Van Dyke is not recorded.  

However, b ased on the fact 

that Tortola wa s only inhabited 

by 80 Irish, English and Welsh 

under the Dutch in 1668, it is 

likely that any occupation of 

JVD was sparse and probably 

short lived .  For one thing, s et -

tlers without either fortifications 

or a militia were extremely vul -

nerable to attack during a 

period when piracy was rife in 

the Eastern Caribbean.  

Although  the English captured 

the Virgin Islands in 1672 and 

have maintained sovereignty 

ever since, initial development 

during the plantation period 

(approximately 1710 ð 1840 in 

the BVI) was slow.  It seems likely 

that J ost Van Dyke  was ignored 

for the most part until the mid -

eighteenth century.  A map 

drawn of the BVI in 1717 by a 

Captain John Walton does not 

depict either  Jost Van Dyke  or 

Little Jost Van Dyke .   

There were some small-scale 

settlements, however, the most 

notable being that of the 

Lettsom family on L ittle Jost Van 

Dyke  dating  from as early as 

1741.  Woolrich (1789) record ed  

that the smaller òouter ó island s 

of the BVI were cleared in the 

late 1750 s, and , from this date, 

JVD woul d have been mostly 

planted with cotton.  

The remains of a sugar works on 

the ridge above Great Harbo ur 

(see Chapter 5) provide 

archaeological ev idence that 

some sugar canes were 

propagated and processed, 

but probably not in any great 

amount.  In 1815, 140 acres of 

Jost Van Dyke  were  under 

cotton cultivation , producing 

21,000 pounds annually.  There 

was a population of 428 

represented by 25 whites, 32 

free colo ureds and 371 slaves.  

By 1825, production of cotton 

had decreased to 17,000 

pounds , but the popul ation  of 

the island  had increased to 506 , 

represented by 34 whites, 76 

free coloreds and 396 slaves.  

Curiously, whilst the larger island 

of  Tortola experienced a d e-

crease in populat ion during the 

early eighteenth century, the 

population of JVD gradually 

increased.  

Little Jost Van Dyke  is recorded 

to have had a population of 

five slaves in 1815 and was pr o-

ducing a paltry 450 pounds of 

cotton annually.   Like its larger 

neighbo ur of similar name,  the 

smaller island experienced a 

gradual increase in product ion 

and in 1823 was producing 750 

pounds of cotton grown by 

three free colo ureds and seven 

slaves.  This atypical mix is indic -

ative of the fact that free black 

people owned slaves throug h-

out the B ritish Virgin Islands.  

In harmony with other islands in 

the region, the BVI , including 

JVD and LJVD , saw a gradual 

and irreversible economic de-

cline th roughout the eighteenth 

century; curiously though, the 

population of JVD continued to 
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increase.  Like nearby Great 

Thatch Island  (Figure 1 ), this 

population grow th is probably 

attributable to the freedom of 

travel enjoyed by  the  former 

slave population after E manc i-

pation in 1838.  Thereafter, 

many  BVIslanders from islands  

like JVD, situated closest to the 

nearby Danish West Indies (now 

USVI), regularly commute d  to St. 

Thomas to seek work  at the 

Royal Mail Steam Packet Co m-

pany õs coaling wharves.  By 

1853, Dookhan (1975) attributes 

a population of 1 ,235 residing in  

Jost Van Dyke , 196 of who m 

died in a devastating ch olera 

outbreak during the same year.  

In common wi th all of the BVI, 

the Wesleyan missionaries had a 

profound influence on the po p-

ulation of JVD.  They provided 

much needed spiritual nourish -

ment and later shouldered the 

responsibility of education.   In 

1857, Samuel Simons, the res i-

dent BVI missionary, reported 

that:  

In [Jost Van Dyke] the 

Wesleyan Methodists have 

a day and Sunday school.   

In the former there are 

twenty nine children; eight 

of them are writing in copy 

books, and eighteen of 

them can read very cor -

rectly. The school held on 

the Sabbath nu mbers fifty, 

the majority of which can 

read suff iciently correct as 

to be able to use the payer 

book during the morning 

service on the Lordõs [D] ay.  

The gradual economic dec line 

that  took place in the British 

Virgin Islands throughout the 

nineteenth  ce ntury a lso af-

fected J ost Van Dyke,  which 

the Commissioner of the BVI, 

N.G. Cookman, r eported upon 

forty years later in 189 7.   He ob -

served that:  

[Jost Van Dyke] is inhabited 

by a typical smuggling 

community, who scarcely 

ever pay any duties, and 

live in a mi serable state of 

pauperism, mainly by rai s-

ing cattle and fishing.  The 

condition of the island is 

becoming worse yearly, no 

new houses being erected, 

and those now on the is -

land falling into decay.  

There is absolutely nothing 

to suggest to improve its 

c ondition.  

The island of J ost Van Dyke  and 

its neighbo ur, Little Jost, drifted 

into the twentieth century in a 

state of poverty until expanded 

tourism development in the BVI 

Territory beginning in the 1960s 

offered an alternative to agri -

culture and fishing .  A number 

of guest houses , restaurants  and 

bars were co nstructed, primarily 

in White Bay, Great Harbo ur 

and Little Harbo ur, providing a 

destination alternative to the 

more developed islands of 

Tortola and Vi rgin Gorda.  Just 

103 years after C ommissioner 

Cookman  had reported that 

there was ònot hing to suggest 

to improve its condition ó, Jost 

Van Dyke hosted one of the 

most famous  Millennium parties 

anywhere in the world.  

Economic Trends  

As noted in the previous section, 

following the BVIõs decline at  

the end of the plantation pe -

riod, Jost Van Dyke ñunlike most 

of the territory ñenjoyed a pe -

riod of population expansion  in 

the mid -nineteenth century as 

enterpri sing islanders commuted 

from residences on Jost to St. 

Thomas, finding ready employ -

ment on that isl andõs coaling 

wharves.   However, t he  boom 

was not sustainable over time, 

and Jost Van Dyke  had fallen 

into decline  by the end of the 

century.  

Another period of some pros -

perity  emerged briefly  during 

the years of Prohibition in the 

United States  (1920-1933), which 

saw the sale of alcohol  out -

lawed  in nearby U.S. posses -

sionsñthe American Virgin 

Islands and Puerto Rico.  Many 

JVD fishermen with boats found 

monetary  gain  by  smuggling 

liquor  to St. Thomas or Puerto 

Rico, an economic venture  that 

came to an end  with the repeal  

of Prohibition in 1933.  But while 

it lasted, according to the late 

J.R. OõNeal, BVI businessman 

and historian, òprohibition made 

a few here fairly well -off com -

pared to their fellow citizens,ó 

not only on JVD but also in 

Anegada, Virgin G orda, and 

East End, Tortola (Maurer, 1997).  

Without the stimulus provided by 

events beyond its shores, the 

island of Jost Van Dyke entered 

the last half of the twentieth 

century with few economic op -

tions beyond farming  and fish -

ing .  The earlier e xport of  cattle  

from JVD , especially to St. 
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Thomas, had declined as the 

neighbouring island acquired 

modern supermarkets.  As one 

JVD resident remarked, òThe 

opening of Grand Union and 

Pueblo supermarkets [in St. 

Thomas] was the death knell for 

cattle ranchingó (pers. comm ., 

Ivan Chinnery, resident of JVD, 

2009). 

It was not until after the devel -

opment of a successful BVI 

tourism sector that Jost Van  

Dyke began to prosper again.  

Its tourism product would focus 

on yachting and on providing a 

unique destination stop  for the 

many òpleasure sailorsó who 

were discovering the waters of 

the U.S. and British Virgin Islands.    

When  yacht ing tourism emerg -

ed in the 1960s  and early 1970s  

as a specialised segment of 

Caribbean  tourism, the BVI was 

not a key destination.  At tha t 

time, on ly a few private or 

crewed yachts  based in St. 

Thomas sailed to the BVI, 

including Jost Van Dyke .   

It was t he concept of bare -boat 

chartering (a boat charter 

without captain or crew) ñas 

pioneered in the BVI by Dr. 

Robin Tattersall and refined by  

Charl ie and Ginny Cary and 

othersñthat placed the Territory 

at the heart of the Caribbeanõs 

chartering industry.  The handful 

of visiting yachts  in the 1950s 

and 1960s grew to hundreds 

and then thousands of yachts 

sailing the waters of the British 

Virgin Islands every year.  

As yachting expanded as an 

industry in the BVI, entrepreneurs 

on JVD saw new opportunities.  

In 1968, Philiciano òFoxyó 

Callwood opened the first 

tourism enterprise on the island, 

a bar and restaurant in Great 

Harbour.  While local  rum shops 

already served  the local 

population, Foxy recognised the 

business potential of catering to  

visiting yachts.  

It was not long before charter 

boats sailing from the U.S. Virgins 

would include Foxyõs Tamarind 

Barñand JVD ñon their cruising 

itinerary.  Oth er tourism 

infrastructure and  amenities , 

including overnight accommo -

dations and recreational facili -

ties, followed , gaining an inter -

national reputation for the is -

land among òyachtiesó, in part, 

because of  annual island 

events such as the celebrated 

New Yearõs Eve party  and the 

Wooden Boat Regatta.  

The increase in visiting yachts 

prompted the BVI Government 

to establish an official port of 

entry at Great Harbour in JVD.  

The island currently enjoys the 

distinction of having more boat 

entries than any othe r port in 

the Territory; in  2008, nearly 

7,000 boats cleared through the 

islandõs port.  Today, tourismñ

especially yacht cha rteringñ

represents the economic 

mainstay of Jost Van Dyke.  

Great Harbour  has emerged as  

the commercial cent re of the is -

land  (see Figure 1 ).  It houses 

the Government Administration 

Building, the ferry dock , and a 

Customs and Immigration 

facility .  The waters of Great 

Harbour provide the most 

frequent mooring destination for 

boaters visiting the island, while 

the strip of beach around the 

harbour ñ in effect, its Main 

Streetñis lined with many small 

businesses, including stores and 

boutiques , a scuba shop,  and 

bars and restaurants frequented 

by visiting yachters.  Most of the 

islandõs residents, who are pri -

marily employed in tourism,  live 

in the Great Harbour  area .    

While Great Harbour was 

previously the  centre of day 

and night tourism  activities, day 

tourism has now shifted to White 

Bay  (see Figure 1 ), which boasts  

a resort hotel and other guest 

accommodations, including a 

campground,  plus additional 

restaurants and bars and other 

tourism-oriented  businesses. 

Additional restaurants and bars , 

as well as villas and an anchor -

age with moorings, can be 

found at Little Harbour  and  East 

End Harbour  (see Figure 1, 

which shows Little Harbour a s 

Garner Bay ).  Nearby attractions 

are Diamond Cay National Park 

and Bubbly Pool .   

The neighbouring  islets of Sandy 

Cay, Green Cay, and Sandy 

Spit further enhance the JVD 

touristõs experience, providing 

idyllic settings for day anchor -

ing, snorkeling in s hallow reefs, 

and the enjoyment of  pristine 

beaches.  

Thus, Jost Van Dyke has entered 

the twenty -first century on a 

firmer economic foundation 

than it ha d  experienced at the 

turn of the last century .  The 

island  is a well -known tourist 

destination, offerin g a tranquil 

environmental setting for visitors , 

which, in turn, provides a rela -

tively  secure economic future  

for  its resident community . 
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2. INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK 

THE PUBLIC SECTOR 

The British have maintained 

sovereignty in the BVI since 

1672, although , in the 

beginning,  the colony was not 

one of Great Britainõs more 

profitable overseas enterprises.  

As a British colony, the BVI was 

administered as part of the 

Leeward Islan ds Federation 

from 1872 to 1956 , at which time  

British colonial rule in the 

Caribbe an  began to break up  

and the Leeward Islands Colony 

was dissolved .  

In the 1960s and into the early 

1970s, the possibility of a 

political merger  was explored 

by the governments of both 

Virgin Islands (UK and US), a not 

unreasonable concept given 

that the t wo territories  share 

social, cultural, economic, and 

geographic ties .  Eventually, the 

possibility of a political union 

was dropped and is no longer 

pursued by either territory 

(OõNeal and Cohen, 2001).   

Constitutional reform in 1967 

eventually establish ed  the BVI 

as a British Dependent T erritory 

(now named Overseas Territory), 

with a locally elected legislature 

and chief minister .  The U.S. 

dollar was also established as 

the official national tender.  

As a Crown Colony, the BVI 

Head of State  is the British 

Monarch , represent ed  locally 

by a Crown -appointed 

Governor who is responsible for 

external affairs, internal  security , 

defense, and the public service .  

The BVI also enjoys a high level 

of self -government, based on a  

Westminster Parliamentary 

model  of gov ernment .  A new 

Constitution Order in 2007 

further defined the political 

relationship between the United 

Kingdom (UK) and the BVI . 

The legislative functions of 

government reside  in a 13 -

member , elected House of 

Assembly  (replacing the 

Legislative Council i n 2007).  The 

Cabinet (replacing the 

Executive Council in 2007) is 

charged with the general 

management of Government 

and is collectively responsible to 

the House of Assembly.  The 

Premier (replacing the office of 

Chief Minister in 2007) is 

appointed by the  Governor 

from the elected members of 

the House.  

The Government comprises six 

ministries and a collection of 

specialis ed departments to 

administer selected portfolios.  

In October of 2008 the Premier 

announced changes in the 

portfolios of  certain ministers , 

including the addition of 

climate change, global 

warming, and alternative 

energy  as new responsibilities for 

the Minister of Natural Resources 

and Labour . 

Sister Islands Programme  

The Sister Islands Programme 

was established in 2003 as part 

of the Deputy  Governorõs Office 

to monitor, promote and 

facilitate the delivery  of 

Government services to  the 

sister islands, including Jost Van 

Dyke, Anegada, and Virgin 

Gorda.  T o achieve that 

objective, t he Programme 

Coordinator works with and 

supervises District O fficers on 

each of the three main sister 

islands.  The Coordinator acts, in 

effect, as an  administrator for 

the sister islands, while also 

serving as a  liaison for  the 

Deputy Governorõs Office with  

the District Officers.  

The District Officer for  Jost Van 

Dyke was the last to be 

appointed; the incumbent , 

Carmen Blyden, is the first to 

hold the post .  Her duties 

include:  

 Processing requests and 

transfer of information from/to 

the Government in Tortola.  

 Collection of land taxes.  

 Supervision of designated 

Govern ment employees in 

JVD. 

 Oversight of postal services.  

 Facilitat ing  visits and other 

activities  of Government 

officials in JVD.  

 Coordination of various 

Government services such as 

water delivery, disaster 

management, dissemina tion 

of Government pay ments to  

the islandõs elderly, and 

distribution of tourism 

promotion materials.  

A cursory perusal by IRFõs 

project team of BVI media 

sources during the last half  of 

2008 provided  evidence of a 

periodically strained relationship 
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between the  primary island unit 

(Tortola) and the  secondary 

island unit (Jost Van Dyke)  (see 

Box 1).  Such tension  is not 

uncommon  in the Caribbean, 

equally manifest in the 

relationship s between , for 

example,  St. Thomas and St. 

Croix, Antigua and Barbuda, St. 

Kitts and Nevis, and ñin the 

BVIñbetween Tortola and Virgin 

Gorda.   One area of conflict is 

the continuing disruption of 

JVDõs water supply and the 

seeming inability of the 

authorities in Tortola to address 

the problem to the residentsõ 

satisfaction.  The inadequacy of 

on -island medical s ervices is 

also a continuing source of 

tension . 

During a recent  water crisis, one 

resident was quoted as saying, 

òFor an island that brings in as 

much revenue  as [JVD] does 

between customs and immigra -

tion [taxes from charter boat 

arrivals] and some of th e most 

famous bars in the BVI, it is a 

shame how we have to liveó 

(www.bvinews.com , July 15, 

2008). 

Additional grievances were on 

display at a community meeting 

in October where frustration 

with the approach of the 

Go vernment in Tortola was 

openly aired.  As lamented by 

one concerned participant, 

òThey keep promising and 

promising, [but] there is nothing 

behind it.  We are in need of 

proper medical care, schools,  

roads and I could go on and  
onó (The Virgin Islands 

StandPoint , October 2, 2008).  

The Environmental Units of 

Government  

While overall responsibility for 

the environment resides within 

the Ministry of Natural Resources 

and Labour  (MNRL), there are 

other units of government that 

also have responsibilities relate d 

to the environment.  These in -

clude the Town and Country 

Planning Department  (T&CPD), 

within the Premierõs Office, 

charged with executing the 

Physical Planning Act,  2004, in-

cluding responsibility for Envi -

ronmental Impact Assess ments, 

and the Ministry o f Health and 

Social Development , which 

handles  environmental health 

and solid waste management.  

However, it is the Ministry of 

Natural Resources and Labour 

that carries primary responsibility 

for the Territoryõs environmental 

resources.  Within the Ministr y, 

the re are  three agencies that  

execute specific responsibility 

for the management and 

protection of the environment.  

(1)  Department of Conservation 

and Fisheries  (C&FD)   

The Department was estab -

lished in 1989 and has a strong 

conservation mandate  to pro -

tect the natural resources of the 

BVI; at present, the C&FD man -

ages 14 protected areas, all 

fisheries reserves.  The Depart -

ment  also carries out  an equally 

compelling  resource develop -

ment mandate  in the area of 

fisheries development .  Much of 

the Departm entõs focus has 

traditionally been on the 

coastal and marine environ -

ment .  In addition to fisheries 

management, the depart -

mentõs primary functions  include 

environmental monitoring, en -

vironmental education, and 

environ mental information 

management.  

(2)  Natio nal Parks Trust (NPT) 

Unlike the C&FD, the Trust is a 

statutory body , established by 

legislation in 1961 and governed 

by a Minister -appointed board 

(the same Minister to whom the 

C&FD is answerable).  The Trust is 

legally responsible for the 

Territoryõs Protected Areas  

Box 1 

JOST VAN DYKE AND TORTOLA 

The relationship between any central unit of authority, such as that 

in Tortola, and a satellite dependency, such as Jost Van Dyke, will 

almost inevitably lead to feeling s of perceived neglect on the part 

of the community associated with  the satellite unit, as well as an 

assumption of inequity in the distribution of public resou rces.  It is 

a longstanding factor, and will likely continue to be a dynamic, in 

the social and economic development of Jost Van Dyke, even as 

the island assesses its future options for both economic expansion 

and en vironmental protection.  A key question  will remain:  how 

effectively and how successfully ñand to what extent ñcan Jost 

Van Dyke de termine its own future?   

http://www.bvinews.com/
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System, including the 21 specific  

sites under its direct jurisdiction .  

(3)  Department of Agriculture    

In addition to its primary mission 

to develop t he agricultural  

sector , the Department is also 

mandated to designate areas 

for the protection o f watersheds 

and water sources and the 

prevention of deforestation.   

Seven such protected areas are 

cur rently under the manage -

ment authority of the 

Department.   

Since early in this century, 

Government has consider ed  a 

more comprehensive approach 

to envi ronmental protection 

and management.  Most  

recently, the Law Reform 

Commission drafted a new 

framework for environmental 

management in the BVI that 

would bring together many 

public sector environmental 

responsibilitiesñparticularly 

those identified with th e C&FD 

and the NPT ñunder a single 

new management authority.   

Proposed legislation, encom -

passing a new environmental  

management framework that  

utilises an OECS model , has 

been drafted by  the Law 

Reform Commission and  

currently  is with the Attorney 

General õs Chambers 

undergoing review.  

A summary of the primary  BVI 

public agencies that currently  

manage and protect the 

environment of  Jost Van Dyke 

and the other Profile  islands is 

provided in Table  5.  (Please 

note that Table 5 is not a 

representation of the 

Governmentõs territory-wide 

environmental responsibilities.)  

Table 5.  Current JVD interaction  with the primary environmental units of the BVI Government.  

UNIT OF GOVERNMENT 
ENVIRONMENTAL FUNCTIONS THAT AFFECT JOST VAN DYKE, 

 LITTLE JOST VAN DYKE, SANDY CAY, GREEN CAY, AND SANDY SPIT 

Department of Conservation and Fisheries  

(Ministry of Natural Resources and Labour ) 

 Wildlife protection.  

 Water quality monitoring of inshore waters.  

 Inventory and monitoring of beaches, coral reefs, mangroves, seagrass beds.  

 Beach maintenance (especially heavily used beaches) and beach surveillance (to prevent sand 

removal).  

 Management of Green Cay/Sandy Spit Fisheries Protected Area.  

 Promotion of fisheries development.  

 Promotion of environmental education and public awareness programmes.  

National Parks Trust  

(Ministry of Natural Resources and Labour)  

 Management of the Diamond Cay National Park and the Sandy Cay Habitat Management Area.  

 Leadership for the incorporation of the following sites into the  BVI Protected Areas System,  as these 

are designated in the Protected Areas  System Plan , 2007-2017 (Gardner, 2007):   Green Cay, Sandy 

Spit, Thomas George Bay (JVD), Cape Wright, East End Harbour (JVD), and Lettsom Plantation 

House (LJVD).  

 Partnership with the JVD Preservation Society  for site maintenance and invasive species monitoring 

at Sandy Cay.  

 Promotion of environmental education and public awareness programmes.  

Department of Town and  

Country Planning  

(Premierõs Office) 

 Responsibility for Environmental Impact Assessments for  proposed  JVD development  projects,  as 

authorised under the Physical Planning Ac t. 

 Responsibility for compilation of a list of buildings or sites in the Territory (including JVD) which  are of 

special interest, for the purpose of determining buildings that sho uld be preserved or protected.  

 Responsibility for issuing plant preservation orders for the purpose of protecting plants or plant 

species designated for preservation , including plant species in JVD . 

 Preparation of development plans such as those prepared f or White Bay (Local Area Plan) and  

Great Harbour (Civic Improvement Plan).  

Department of Solid Waste  

(Ministry of Health and Social Development ) 
 Responsibility  for the management of solid waste.  

Department of Environmental Health  

(Ministry of Health and Social Development ) 
 Responsibility for environmental pollution control.  
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ENVIRONMENTAL 
LEGISLATION 

A number of legal and regula -

tory instruments related to the 

protection of the environment in 

the BVI have relevance for Jost 

Van Dyke and the adjacent 

satellite islands  included in this 

Environmental  Profile .  These are 

outlined in Table 6, along with 

certain global treaties and 

regional agreements that 

pertain to the BVI.   Three fairly 

recently enacted l aws are of 

particular relevance.  

(1)  Fisheries Act (1997)  and 

Regulations (2003)    

The purpose of this legislation is 

to make provision for the pro -

motion, management and con -

servation of fisheries resources in 

the Territory.  The legislation 

authorises actions with respect 

to the conservation of fish and 

protec tion of the marine envi -

ronment.  Fourteen fisheries pro -

tected areas were declared 

under the 2003 Regulation s, one 

of which is at Green Cay .   

Under the legislation, the Minis -

ter also has broad authority to 

control pollution in the marine 

environm ent fro m any source, 

including land -based  sources .   

The legislation also authorises 

the Minister to declare by Order 

any type of fish as a protected 

species.  Pursuant to this author -

ity, the Fisheries Regulations  

prohibit disturbing or interfering 

with turtle e ggs, turtle nests, and 

any turtle that is nesting ; turtles 

have been known to nest on 

Jost Van Dyke, Little Jost Van 

Dyke, and  Sandy Cay  (Eckert , 

1992). 

(2)  Physical Planning Act, 2004  

The Territoryõs new Physical 

Planning Act, among other 

things, governs the Environmen -

tal Impact Assessment (EIA) 

process  for development activi -

ties in the Territory , including 

future JVD development 

projects.  It includes a number 

of provisions related to protect -

ing the environmental, historic, 

and cultural values of a pro -

posed development site.   Be-

cause Regulations have not yet 

been approved for this law, the 

effectiveness of implementation 

will be lessened until the controls 

and procedures are in place to 

guide all parties ñpublic and 

private ñwhen taking action 

under the law . 

(3)  National Parks Ac t (2006) 

and Regulations (2008)  

The BVIõs new National Parks Act 

and Regulations provide a for -

ward -looking framework for pro -

tected area management in 

the Territory.  The legislation  in-

corporates modern concepts of 

protected area manag ement , 

including an internationally rec -

ognised system of categories for 

designating protected areas.  

Sandy Cay is the first site to be 

declared under the new Act 

and will be managed as a Habi -

tat and Species Management 

Area (section 15(d) of the Act), 

wh ich signifies a protected area 

managed mainly for conserva -

tion through management in -

tervention.  

Other  environmental law s are 

noted  in Table 6.  The authority 

to regulate activities that pro -

tect and manage the environ -

ment in the BVI is dispersed 

among the laws and ordin -

ances listed in this Table .  All 

legislation  included is applica -

ble to Jost Van Dyke and the 

satellite cays and islets studied 

in this Profile.    

The Table illustrates that, al -

though  important law and 

policy tools  for environmental 

ma nagement ha ve  been 

established  in the BVI , many 

challenges still lie ahead.  The 

Physical Planning Act requires 

regulations and until then, the 

law will function more as  a set of  

guidelines than as enforceable 

policy.  The area of pollution 

control needs t o be streng -

thened, particularly in a com -

munity like the BVI that is 

growing and developing at a 

rapid rate.  Also, the re is limited  

legal authority for protecting 

wildlife  and critical ecosystems 

and habitat outside of formally 

protected areas .   

Lastly, the future of effective 

resource protection and envi -

ronmental management in the 

BVI will depend on Govern -

mentõs commitment to full 

implementation of existing laws 

and full support for the authority 

of those agencies executing the 

laws . 
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Table  6.   

BVI legal and regulatory instruments  

related to the protection and management of the environment.  * 

NATIONAL LEGISLATION  

PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT Physical Planning Act  (2004)  See text for details.  

CONTROL (no regulations to date)  

COASTAL RESOURCES Fisheries Act  (1997) See text for details.  

Fisheries Regulations  (2003) See text for details.  

 Beach Protection Act  (1985) The Act r equires a permit for dumping on and 

removal of material from the foreshore and 

removing an y natural barriers against the sea.  

AGRICULTURE Protection of Trees and Conservation of Soil   Authorises designation of protected forest areas,  

and Water Ordinance  (1954/1965)  protected water areas, and protected trees.  

 Seven protected areas have been established  

 under this Ordinance , none on JVD. 

PROTECTED AREAS National Parks Act  (2006) See text for details . 

National  Parks Regulation s (2008) See text for details . 

WILDLIFE Wild Birds Protection Ordinance  (1959/1980 ) The law protects listed birds, their eggs, nests, and 

young.  Bird Sanctuaries  Orders in 1959 and 1997 

designated 20 bird sanctuaries in the Territory  

(none on JVD) , which prov ide full protection for all 

species of wild birds  within the sanctuaries.  

 Turtles Ordinance  (1959) The Ordinance protects turtles from being 

disturbed or tak en during nesting periods and 

prohibits the taking of turtle eggs, but does not 

address general protection of habitat for turtle 

nesting or feeding grounds.  

 Protection  of Endangered Animals, Plants,  This law was enacted specifically to prohibit the  

and Ar ticles  (Removal and Possession)   removal without a license of listed corals; it does  

Ordinance  (1981) not address protection of coral reefs in-situ.  

WASTE MANAGEMENT Public Health Ordinance  (1967) Authorises regulations to prevent, abate, and 

control envi ronmental pollution.  Environmental 

pollution is not defined, and regulations providing 

environmental standards have not been enacted.  

 

NATIONAL POLICY 

ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY St. Georgeõs Declaration of Principles for The Declaration was signed by th e Chief Minister,  

Environmental Sustainability in the OECS  on behalf of the Government, in 2001.   The  

(July 25, 2001)  document contains 21 Principles and recognises,  

 among other things, the need for an integrated  

 approach to managing land and marine ar eas  

 as a single unit.  

ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY British Virgin Islands Environment Charter  Guiding principles for the UK Government,  

Signed by UK and BVI Governments  Government of the BVI, and the people of the  

(September 26, 2001)  BVI. 

 

REGIONAL AGREEMENTS 

MARINE ENVIRONMENT Cartagena Convention , commonly  known  The Convention encourages Contracting Parties 

as the Caribbean  Regional Seas Agreement , to undertake agreements and protocols for the  

came into force in 1986 and was extended to  protection of the marine environment in the  

the BVI in 1987  region.  
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GLOBAL TREATIES 

BIODIVERSITY Convention on Biological Diversity  (1992), The Convention contains a series of far -reaching  

 extended to the BVI in 1994  obligations related to the conservation of  

  biolog ical diversity and the sustainable use  

  of its components.  

WETLANDS Convention on Wetlands of  International  This international Convention was extended to  

Importance especially for Waterfowl Habitat  the BVI in 1999 with the acceptance by the  

(1971), also known as Ramsar  Ramsar Secretariat of the BVIõs application to list 

 the Western Salt Ponds of Anegada as a òwetland 

 of international importance especially for  

 waterfowl ó.  One of the obligations triggered by  

 the Convention is that the BVI promote wise use 

 of all wetlands within the Territory.  

MIGRATORY SPECIES Convention on Migratory Species  (1983) The Parties to the Convention acknowledge the  

also known as the Bonn Convention , importance of migratory species being conserved  

 extended to the BVI in 19 85 and the need to take action to avoid any  

migratory species becoming endangered.  

LAW OF THE SEA United  Nations Convention on the La w Part XII of the Convention  (òProtection and 

of the Sea  (1982) Preservation of the Marine Environmentó) sets out 

Conventio n came into force in 1994,  a fundamental obligation of the BVI to protect  

was ratified by the UK and extended to  and preserve its marine environment, and to   

the BVI in 1997  take all measures necessary to prevent,  

 reduce, and control pollution of the mari ne 

 environment from any source.  

TRADE IN ENDANGERED SPECIES Convention on International Trade in   Requires national legislation as the Convention is  

Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora  not self -executing.   See above  (National   

(CITES)  Legislation  section of this Table ), the Protection  

Convention entered into force in 1975,  of Endangered Animals, Plants,  and Articles  

extended to the  BVI in 1976  (Removal and Possession)  Ordinance , which is  

 outdated and does not fully comply as CITES 

 legislation.   Additionally, the BVI does  not have  

 general wildlife conservation legislation to  

 reinforce compliance . 

*   For a more detailed discussion, see Lausche (2005).  

 

 

ENVIRONMENTAL NGOs  
(NON -GOVERNMENT 
ORGANISATIONS) 

In the area of t he  environment, 

the  NGO  sector in the BVI has 

not been particularly  vibrant , 

broadly based, or long -lasting 

ñparticularly when compared 

to non -profit, private -sector 

conservation organisations seen  

elsewhere in the region.    

In the BVI, a  few conservation -

focused N GOs evolved in  the 

1980s and into the 1990s, among 

them , the BVI Historical  Society  

and the BVI Botanic Society .  

However, none have survived 

as active organisations today 

and none displayed ñwhen 

active ña broad environmental 

agenda.  Instead, the pro -

grammatic focus  was  a single 

òcauseó (e.g ., the Botanical 

Gardens ) or a single issue (e.g ., 

the preservation of historical 

and archaeological resources ). 

One NGO that attempted to 

take on a more broadly based 

environmental agenda was the 

Association of Reef Keepers  

(ARK).  Founded in the late 

1990s, ARK was dedicated to 

promoting the conservation 

and preservation of the marine 

environment.  However, its 

marine -based focus soon 

expanded, and the organisa -

tion became know n not only for 

its annual  coral reef monitoring 

exercise (Reef Check ), but also 

for its non -partisan voice on 

behalf of  environmental issues 
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that extended beyond the 

marine sector.  

ARK began to take on a variety 

of environmental activities and 

programmes which, in larger 

countries, might have been 

dispersed among  several NGOs.  

An offshoot of ARK was a 

subsidiary programme that 

became known as Island 

Erosion, a collaboration of 

environmentalists  and business 

sector interests ñe.g ., building 

contractors, architects, and 

engineers ñwho sought , 

together,  to promote bes t 

management practices in 

construction to reduce soil 

erosion and sediment run -off.  

Both ARK and Island Erosion 

fe ll victim  to a not atypical 

phenomenon  seen in many  

small organisations , particu -

larly those  staffed primarily 

by volunteers ñthey quickly 

beco me over -extended, 

over -committed, and over -

exhausted.  ARK has been 

mostly non -operational for 

the last three years, and 

Island Erosion as an 

organised initiative has 

disappeared.  

At about the same time that 

ARK was moving off -stage as 

an institutional v oice for 

environ mental issues, two  

new NGO s emerged :  the BVI 

Heritage Conservation Group  

(BVIHCG) and the  Virgin Islands 

Environmental  Council  (VIEC). 

BVIHCG is an association led by 

BVI citizens and residents and 

supported by visitors, all of 

whom òare passionate about 

the preservation of the BVIõs 

natural resources, history and 

culture ,ó which the group 

maintains are threatened by 

widespread physical 

development  in the Territory  

(see Mission Statement at 

www.bvihcg. com ).  Through its 

website, the organisation 

provides information about 

pending development projects 

in the BVI and about eco -

friendly , sustainable solutions. 

At the present time , VIEC is 

primarily a single -issue NGO; in 

this case, its objective  is to turn 

around  Government support for 

a mega -resort development at 

Beef Island on the eastern end 

of Tortola.  In July of 2007, VIEC 

initiated legal action seeking 

judicial review of the Govern -

mentõs decision to grant 

planning approval to the Beef 

Island Develo pment Project.   

The case is still pending  in the 

courts , but  its outcome could 

very well become  a landmark 

ruling , not only in the BVI but in 

the Caribbean.  

More recently  with in this 

organisation al  mix, two  new 

group s have emerged :  the first  

in Virgin Gor da called Virgin 

Gorda Green Team , which is 

affiliated with the Clean Up the 

World Programme  and whose 

mission focuses on  keep ing  

Virgin Gorda  and its marine 

environment clean and , the 

second,  Green VI , founded in 

Tortola to help eliminate solid 

waste in t he Territory.   

The environmental NGO in Jost 

Van Dyke ñthe Jost Van Dykes 

(BVI) Preservation Society ñis 

new, yet it is also old.  In about 

1992, Foxy Callwood, a busi -

nessman  in Great Harbour, 

launched the idea for a 

Preservation Society with 

his wife , Tessa , and other 

island residents  who 

hoped  to preserve the 

islandõs unique environ-

ment and traditions.  

After a period of relative 

inactivity throughout most 

of the 199 0s, the Society 

has been revived , with its 

legal establishment as a 

BVI not-for -profit org anisa -

tion taking place in July of 

2004.  It now boast s an of -

fice and project s manager 

based in Great Harbour 

and a new community -

based research and edu -

cation programme and project 

staff funded by the UKõs Over-

seas Territories Environment Pro -

gramme.  

Although focused on the 

environment of Jost Van Dyke 

and its satellite islands, the 

Society may, as it develops, 

elect to seek assistance from or 

work collaboratively  with other  

Photo  8. 

Sign outside of the office of the  

 Jost Van Dykes Preservation Society in  

Great Harbour, JVD.  

http://www.bvihcg.com/
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NGOs in the Territory  who share 

similar goals .  Its programme 

objectives may ch ange with 

time;  its leadership  may not 

include the same persons 

tomorrow as today.  Yet, as 

Island Resources Foun dation has 

learned during its 3 7-year history 

in the Caribbean, there is a 

body of accumulated wisdom 

already available to help the 

Society as it grows and 

changes.  

As summarised over a decade 

ago in a Foundation publication 

on NGO development in the 

Eastern Caribbean  (Towle, 

1995), successful NGOs often 

demonstrate certain common 

c haracteristics, and the JVD 

Society might focus on these 

(Box 2) as it seeks to  strengthen 

its institutional potential.  

 

Box 2 

Successful NGOs  Exhibit é 

 a sound management capacity  

 focused leadership, particularly in the early years of 

development  

 ability to adapt to change by growing incrementally  

 a limit ed number of connected projects  

 c reative funding strategies to meet core costs  

 a people -centered growth style  
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3. CONSERVING THE BIODIVERSITY* OF JOST VAN DYKE 

This chapter is based on prelimi -
nary field work  and research car-
ried out on Jost Van Dyke and 
other Profile  islands in July and 
October of 2008 by IR F scien-
tists Kevel C. Lindsay and Jean-
Pierre Bacle.   Unless otherwise 
noted, the findings  presented are  
based on IRFõs 2008 field studies  
and analysis. 

Few areas of comparable size 

anywhere in the world are e n-

dowed with a floral and faunal 

heritage as d iverse and as in -

teresting as the plants and an i-

mals found on the Caribbeanõs 

assemblage of islands.  For na -

turalists, however, the region 

can be a difficult taxonomic, 

ecologic and biogeographic 

pu zzle, in part because of the 

regionõs checkered geologic  

past, the intermix of high and 

low, wet and dry, volcanic and 

limestone islands, and in part 

because of the proximity of ñ

and species input from ñthe 

islands of the Greater Antilles to 

the north and the South Ameri -

can mainland to the south.  

The small size of  Caribbean  is-

lands often belies  the rich biodi -

versity these  landscapes sup -

port.  Standard assessment me -

thodologies can obscure the 

high density of insular biodiver -

sity.  However, the global con -

servation community now a c -

knowledges that insular regi ons, 

like the Caribbean, are  among 

the most threatened biodiversity 

hotspots  in the world.  Hotspots 

are identified as areas 

where exceptional 

concentrations of en -

demic (native) species 

are undergoing ex -

ception al  loss of habi -

tat, thus put ting  these 

spec ies at great  risk. 

This chapter of the 

Environmental Profile  

will look at one small 

cluster of islands in the 

wider Caribbean re -

gion to examine spe -

cies diversity and terrestrial 

biodiversity as they are 

reflected in  the floral and 

fauna l heritage of Jo st 

Van Dyke and its neighbouring 

cays and islets.  

FLORAL HERITAGE 

Walk ing  along the main ridge of 

Jost Van Dyke, an  observer may  

enjoy the spectacular views of 

the islands of the BVI stretching 

to the horizon in the east  and to 

the U .S. Virgins in the sout h and 

west.  The walk is pleasa nt, 

though steep in some areas, 

and the sounds of birds and the 

occasional tree frog add to the 

natural theatre  of the place.  

But few may be impressed by 

the vegetation of the island.  

Compared to the forests of 

Sage Mountain  on Tortola , with 

its lush wet landscape  of ferns, 

large towering trees along the 

steep ghuts and a  myriad of 

exotic -looking s pecies , the flora 

of Jost may leave the observer 

somewhat  disappointed . 

The landscape of Jost Van Dyke 

that is visible today bears  little 

resemblance to the island of 

500 years ago.  Over the many 

intervening decades , the origi -

nal evergreen and semi -green 

forests of the upper slopes, the 

dry forests of the lower coastal 

areas and the woodlands with 

their thousands of waving 

Thatch (Tyre) Palms 

(Coccothrinax alta ) (Photo 9) 

have given way to open grassy 

areas, human settlements and a 

few remaining tracks of forests, 

albeit quite degraded.  

 

 

* Biodiversity , short for biological diversity, refers to the variety and variability (that i s, the diversity) of animals, plants, ecosystems, 

ecosystem functions, genetic diversity and landscapes in a given area.  The most frequent measure of biological diversity is a list of the 

species occurring within an area (species diversity), but the conce pt of diversity can also refer to the gene pool of a given species 

(genetic diversity) or to the habitats (ecosystem diversity) where that species occurs.   

Photo 9.  

A lone Tyre or Thatch Pal m (Coccothrinax alta ) 

towering along the W estern Peninsula  

of Jost Van Dyke.  
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On the steep northern slopes of 

JVD and the rocky uplands of 

Little Jost and Green Cay, the 

combi nation of goats, loose 

sandy soils and seasonal rains 

have resulted in the loss of rich 

soils; in some areas, severe ero -

sion has set in.  Today, g oats are 

the main agents of change af -

fecting  the landscape s of Jost 

Van Dyke , Little Jost  Van Dyke,  

and Gree n Cay.  Throughout  

the three  islands, much of the 

remaining forest has  lost its un-

derstory as the free -roaming 

animals have eaten most of the  

edible growth.  In many areas, 

even the leaf litter is gone.  One 

local resident ( pers. comm ., 

Vancito George, Ju ne 2009) re -

members how proud people 

used to be of their Guinea Grass 

and that JVD was once all 

grass.   

In contrast, Sandy Cay ñwhich is  

goat freeñ displays a much 

healthier flora.   The islandõs 

former owner, Laurance S. 

Rockefeller, sought to maintain 

the  14-acre cay as a kind of 

òinsular gardenó that blended 

the islandõs mostly intact , 

coastal dry tropical forest 

vegetation with horticulture, 

landscape architecture and 

conservation.  His approach 

was:  

é to enhance both the substance 

and image of the isla nd by 

optimizing vistas to surround ing 

islands, nurturing and ex posing 

naturally colorful flower ing plants, 

and clearing sight lines in the 

vegetative understory.  The ongoing 

objective was to augment the 

canopy effect, enabling a visitor to 

sense the c omplexity of the 

intermixed natural plant, tree and 

wildlife communities that constitute 

the islandõs ecosystem.  The long-

term goal was to encourage the 

growth of a virtually natural setting 

with as few non -natural distractions 

as possible (Bacle and Towl e, 2008).  

Vegetation Communities  

There are 13 terrestrial vegeta -

tion or plant communities found 

today on Jost Van Dyke and its 

neighbouring  islands (Table 7 ).  

These communities have all 

undergone visible change ñ

human - or livestock -induced ñ

over the last 500 years of 

colonisation, although  the 

Amerindian peoples undoub -

tedly also had some impact on 

native vegetation.    

Table 7.   

List of the thirteen  plant communities  

of Jost Van Dyke.  

Semi-deciduous 

Forest 

Mixed Dry 

Shrubland  

Gallery Semi -

deciduous Fores t 
Pasture/Grassland  

Drought -

deciduous Dry 

Forest 

Rock Pavement  

Semi-deciduous 

Woodland  

Beach  

(sand, 

cobblestone, 

rubble/coral)  

Coastal Hedge  Wetlands  

Sclerophyllous 

Evergreen 

Shrubland  

Built Areas  

(gardens, cultivars, 

ornamentals)  

Thicket/Scrub   

Muc h of the vegetative land -

scape of  Jost Van Dyke  and the 

neighbo uring islands is second -

ary in nature, meaning it has 

undergone tremendous 

changes in species composi -

tion, structure and ecology over 

the years as a result of human 

intervention and activities .  Ad -

ditionally, s ome community 

types are not indi genous to the 

islands, for example, much of 

the pasture and vegetation on 

the slopes above Great Harbour  

and Little Harbour or the vege -

tation communities found 

around homesteads and hotels.  

Some of these  communities are 

naturally uncommon to rare, 

meaning limited in size and 

distribution.  Communities such 

as beach, wetland s, natural 

grassland , semi-deciduous forest 

and gallery s emi -deciduous 

forest were always rare and 

the refore more vulnerable to 

human -related activities.  

Continued  adverse impact on 

these communities may 

threaten their very existence as 

well as the species of animals 

that depend on them.  

The plant communities of the  

Profile islands are described in 

Table  8 (employing  the vegeta -

tion cl assification system from 

CDC, 2004).  

A Great Diversity of Plants  

For their size, Jost Van Dyke and 

the other Profile  island s display a 

diversity of plants .  Together, the 

islands host at least  332 plant 

species, of which approximately 

84 percent  are native  and 

naturalised  species  (see 

Appendix 2) .  Because of its size 

and elevation , JVD is the most 

diverse and has most of these 

species, but all the islands offer 

a beautiful array of Virgin 

Islandsõ species, some of which 

are quite rare.   
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Table  8. 

Vegetati on commun ities of Jost Van Dyke and the s atellite Islands.  

Vegetation  

Community  

Type 

Location  Brief Description  

 

 

 

 

Semi-deciduous 

Forest 

Found on the steep ridge between  

Belle Vue Hill and Roach Hill,  

from Spring Hill to Majohnny Hill,  

and from Majohn ny Hill  

to Man oõ War Hill 

A rare community limited to the highest peaks on the island where 

moisture and humidity levels seem to be at their greatest.  This plant 

community consists of a mix of evergreen (about 25%) and 

deciduous (about 75%) tree species .  

Tallest and most dominant tree species include:  Turpentine ( Bursera 

simaruba ), Genip ( Melicoccus bijugatus ), Manjacks ( Cordia  spp.), 

Pigeon Berry ( Bourreria succulenta ), Fishpoison (Piscidia 

carthagenensis ), Water Mampoo ( Pisonia subcordata ), Black 

Mam poo ( Guapira fragrans ), Autograph Tree ( Clusia rosea ) and 

White Cedar ( Tabebuia heterophylla . 

In the understory, especially on large boulders, are Anthurium 

crenata , the orchid Epidendrum ciliare  and the bromeliad Aechmea 

lingulata . 

 

Gallery Semi -

deciduou s Forest 

Found along Brow n, North Side Bay, and 

Saddle Bay ghuts on Jost Van Dyke, and 

the upper reaches of òThe Ghutó that 

drains into Great Harbour  

Similar to Semi -deciduous Forest (see above ), it is found along steep 

ghuts where, given the higher humidi ty and moisture availability, the 

trees grow a bit taller than usual.  

 

Drought -

deciduous Dry 

Forest 

Found on mid -slopes of the northern  

side of Jost Van Dyke,  

and on the eastern slopes of  

Roach Hill and some small patches at 

Western End Hill  

This commu nity is dominated by deciduous species (up to 75% or 

more) such as B. simaruba  and Pisonia spp.  

This is the most dominant forest type on the island  of Jost Van Dyke . 

Semi-deciduous 

Woodland  

In patches throughout Jost Van Dyke and 

Little Jost on abandoned  

agricultu re/pasture lands;  on Jost, found 

ab ove Great Harbour and White Bay,  and 

in small patches on the lower slopes of 

Little Jost  Van Dyke  

 

An open tree canopy community sometimes interspersed with 

pasture and shrubland.  Trees provide  25%-60% of the l and cover  and 

inclu de many native and naturalis ed plant species.  

Coastal  

Hedge  

Found on the lower  

northern -facing slopes of  

JVD and Little JVD 

Found on lower steep coastal slopes exposed to high winds and salt 

spray, which inhibit the growth to a low s culpted hedge (hence the 

name).  Most of the species in this community are evergreen types 

(75%) found widely throughout the island across many other plant 

communities, and under normal circumstances these species would 

grow taller.  

 

Sclerophyllous 

Evergreen 

Shrubland  

Small patches on Jost Van Dyke,  

including at West End Hill (north side),  

East End, and east of Roach Hill  

On Little Jost,  

found in small scattere d patches 

throughout the islan d  

Plants in this community are usually thorny, have small leaves  and 

display sclerophylly  (stunted growth due to wind exposure and dry 

conditions ).  The plants have hard leaves ( which allow s the leaves to 

stay stiff even during severe dry periods) and short internodes 

between leaf and stems.  Deciduous species may be m ore common 

(75%) as compared to evergreens (25%).  
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Vegetation  

Community  

Type 

Location  Brief Description  

Thicket/Scrub  

On Jost Van Dyke , at East End,  

on slopes above East End Harbour  

and in sm all patches  

above Great Harbour  

On Little Jost ,  

above Machioneel Bay  

Low shrubby vegetation, often with òthornyó interlocking branches, 

vines and scandent growths, forming thick, sometimes impenetrable 

ground cover.  May include both native scrub and secondary 

communities  and a number of introduced species.  

On JVD and Little Jost, the ground may be covered by dense c over 

of the introduced Bromelia pinguin .  Other species may include 

Croton  spp., Lantana  spp., Leucaena leucocephala  and Cassine 

xylocarpa . 

This community may actually be an early stage of a taller more 

mature plant community.  

Mixed Dry 

Shrubland  

On Jost Van Dyke , in small patches  

on the north -facing slopes ; small  

patches on the s outhern slopes of West 

End Hill and on the East End  

On Little Jost , on the north -facing slopes 

and small patches at Machioneel Bay and 

the eastern end of the island  

On Green Cay , small degraded patches 

on western slopes  

On Sandy Cay, on northern  

summit of the island  

Somewhat similar to the above community type  (and may 

integrate ), but characteris ed by a mixture of evergreen and 

deciduous species, including cacti and other succul ent thorny 

species.  

The native agave ( Agave missionum ) is characteristic of this 

community,  al though in recent years, the species has seriously 

declined due to an  attack of the introduced Sisal W eevil 

(Scyphophorus acupunctatus ), native to Mexico.  

Pasture/  

Grassland  

On Jost Van Dyke , above  

Great Harbour, along the main  

Ridge and scattere d patches throughout 

the island  

On Little Jost, in scattered patches along 

or near the coast and  

eastern end of the island  

On Sandy Cay, along main ridge  

and small pat ches near the shore  

This community type includes grass and forb plant vegetation 

growing on abandoned agricultural and cleared lands, as well as 

livestock pastures.  

In the past, the se islands would have included native grasslands, but 

the goats have likely  destroyed these.  

Rock Pavement  
Found on all Profile islands except   

Sandy Spit, especially along the coast  

Limited to the rocky outcrops and coastal cliffs. T he vegetation is 

usually sparse,  sometimes covering less than 10% of the surface.  All 

species a re influenced and affected by strong winds, thin soils and 

salt spray, and are therefore shaped by this environment, growing as 

low shrubs.   Under less harsh conditions , these species would grow 

taller.  

Beach  

(sand, 

cobblestone, 

rubble/coral)  

Found on al l five islands  

Low vegetation found along beaches, often sparse ground cover, 

which may include a n umber of grass and forb species . 

Built Areas  

On Jost Van Dyke at Great Harbour, White 

Bay and East End  

Only  one residence on Little Jost and none 

on the oth er three islands  

The species of plants found in this community type result from  

deliberate plantings and careful management of the landscape.   

Most of the dominant species are non -native fruit and ornamental 

species.  
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As an example , 

there is  the wild 

hibi scus relative, the 

Jost Van Dyke  

Indian Mallow  

(Bastardiopsis 

eggersii ), first 

recorded on Jost in 

1969 by Dr. Elbert 

Little of the then 

Institute of Tropical 

Forestry in Puerto 

Rico (see Little, 

1969).  The species 

is named after Jost 

Van Dyke , and the 

IRF Profile survey 

team discovered 

one lone specimen, 

along the upper reaches of 

Brown Ghut on the eastern 

end of the island (see Photo 10).  

Dr. Little also noted how rare the 

species was on the island , and 

he too  found only one 

specimen.   

This tree, whic h grows  to about 

10-15 metre s in height , has 

somewhat heart -shaped leaves  

that  are covered in short soft 

hairs, giving the 

leaves a silvery, 

velvet -like look from 

a distance.  

 

The Indian Mallow is 

endemic (native) t o 

the British Virgin 

Islands and Culebr a  

(PR), and is only 

found on JVD and 

Little JVD in the BVI.  

Although recorded 

for Tortola, it is 

believed to be extinct 

there.  It is most 

common on Little Jost  

Van Dyke , where it was  

recorded for the first time  by the 

IRF Profile team .  There are 

about 5 0 trees on that island.  

However, this most beautiful 

tree is endangered by goats, on 

both JVD and Little JVD.  

Another spectacular species, 

and anothe r Virgin Islands and 

Puerto Rican  endemic , is the 

Cockspur or Coral Tree  

(Erythrina eggersii ), named aft er 

Henrik Franz Alexander von 

Eggers, its discoverer (about 

1870) and a Danish army cap -

tain who published on the flora 

of the Virgin Islands.  Many other 

plants in these islands also bear 

his name, including Bastardiop -

sis eggersii  (JVD Indian Mallow).  

The one specime n on Jost Van 

Dyke  located by the IRF re -

search team  was in the ravines 

on the steep sl ope s of the 

northern coast .  It showed ob -

vious signs of severe damage 

from goats and the resulting 

erosion of 

surrounding 

slopes.   

The Cockspur has 

a brilliant bright -

red , inflorescence 

flower that it dis-

plays  in the dry 

season when it  

sheds most of its 

leaves  (Photo  11).  

This characteristic  

is the reason that 

related species 

are often referred 

to as the 

òimmortelleó or 

the immortal tree.  

It seems to com e 

back to life during the most 

severe season of the year.  

This is the first record of this 

species from JVD.  It is quite rare 

in all of the Virgin Islands , and 

every effort should be made  to 

ensure that this species survives.  

On the steep slopes of Littl e Jost 

was found a new spec ies for the 

British Virgin Islands, the Simple -

leaf Bushweed  (Flueggea 

acidoton ).  This Euphorbe is a 

relative of the Manchioneel T ree 

Photo 10 .    

Leaves of the JVD Indian Mallow  

(Bastardiopsis eggersii ). 

Photo 11 . 

Cockspur in bloom ( Erythrina eggersii ). 
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(Hippomane mancinella ), and 

its discovery by Profile scientists 

is another new record for the 

BVI (it is rare in the USVI) . 

The beautiful thorny small tree 

with small leaves and arching 

branches survives in dry forest 

near the coast.  It is quite rare 

throughout the Virgin  Islands but 

is endemic (native) t o the 

Greater Antilles and the 

Bahamas . 

One  of the most impressive of 

the  Profile islandsõ rare trees is 

the Lignum Vitae  (Guaiacum 

officinale ).  A number of 

medium -sized specimens were 

discovered in heavy fruit  on the 

southern slopes of the Western 

Peninsula of JVD (see Photos 12 

and  13).   

The Lignum Vitae tree has 

attained almost mythical 

distinction in the USVI and BVI,  

being one of the heaviest and 

densest woods in the world (it 

sinks in water).  

It has been  over -harvest ed in 

the past b ecause of its 

popularity  in the production of  

ball bearing s and pulley 

compo nents used in  ship 

rigging; i ts by-products were  

also used in the treatment of 

Syphilis.  Because of the huge 

demand for this resource, by 

the late 1700s  the species had 

be come  quite rare in the West 

Indies; in some islands, it be -

came  extinct.  I n the British 

Virgin Islands, it is recorded from 

Anegada.  This recent sighting 

by IRF researchers is the  first 

record for Jost Van Dyke.  

Early settlers also named the 

tree Buckwood or Pockwood.   

Apparently , the area known as 

Pockwood Pond on  the south 

shore of Tortola was named be -

cause of the abundance of this 

tree  (Gibney, 2008) .  Today, due 

to its rarity in the wild, the tree  is 

protected under CIT ES, the 

Convention 

on Interna -

tional Trade 

in Endan -

gered 

Species.  

Lignum Vitae is a popula r 

landscaping species, al though 

slow growing ; it is highly prized 

by gardeners for its beautiful 

purple flowers and bright yellow 

fruits, the seeds of which are 

covered by a red aril.  The 

species is found throughout the 

West Ind ies, northern Venezuela 

and  Colo mbia.  

One of the BVIõs most specta -

cular and economically impor -

tant plants is the Tyre or Thatch 

Palm  (Coccothrinax alta ), an 

endemic species only found in 

the Virgin Islands and Puerto 

Rico.  This beautiful palm with its 

fan -shaped leaves is now very 

rare on the Profile islands , 

having been eaten into 

extinction by goats.  The goats 

eat the seedlings and ripe fruits, 

thereby depriving the species of 

regeneration.  They strip the 

fron ds from young  trees, and 

over time  the plant eventually 

Photo 1 2. 

Fruiting Lignum Vitae ( Guaiacum officinale).  

Photo 1 3.  Lignum Vitae  is easily distinguishable by its trunk.  
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succumbs to constant òpruning ó 

by  these animals.  

However, this was not always so.  

Islanders today remember that 

within their lifetimes the species 

declined rapidly as goats were 

allowed to roam free.  In the 

past, the palm was an impor -

tant crop for making crafts an d 

broom and as thatching for 

roofs.  As the species declined, 

islanders had to travel to Thatch 

Cay to the south (west of 

Tortola) to obtain the fronds to 

meet their needs.  

Today, only a few dozen speci -

mens of this species cling  to ex -

istence on the West ern Penin -

sula of JVD, with  a few speci -

mens also observed on Sandy 

Cay.  A few  seedlings were  

identified  on JVDõs Western 

Peninsula and Sandy Cay (see 

Photo 14).  Only one scraggly 

specimen was observed  on 

Green Cay.   

There are a t least six species of 

cacti  on most of the study 

islands.  Two species ñthe Barrel 

Cactus  or Turkõs Cap Cactus  

(Melocactus intortus ) (Photo 15), 

and the Tree Cactus , also 

named Tree Prickly Pear  

(Opuntia rubescens )ñare 

considere d spe cies of special 

concern.  

The Tree Cactus in 

partic ular  is quite rare 

and endangered.  It is 

easily identified by its 

elongated pads and 

tree -like trunk.   On JVD, 

only five specimens were 

found, all located near 

Lower and Upper Dog 

Holes, along the wester n 

shores of Great Harbour 

(Photo  16).  Sandy C ay 

has at least half -a -dozen 

on the East Ridge.  One 

speci men was also 

recorded for Little Jost 

Van Dyke and for Green 

Cay.  The lonely tree cactus 

on Green Cay is in 

precarious condition, due 

to unstable slopes cause d  by 

goat -induced erosion.   

Table 12 in the final chapter of 

this Profile provides a list and 

locational information on  13 

plants of òspecial concern ó 

found on Jost Van Dyke and the 

other Profile islands . 

 

Photo 1 6.   

A flowering Tree Cactus (or Prickly Pear Cactus )  

(Opuntia rubescens )at Great Harbour, JVD.  

Photo 14 . Tyre Palm (Coccothrinax alta ) 

seedling, Western Peninsula, JVD.  

Photo 1 5. 

Barrel Cactus or Turkõs Cap (Melocactus intortus )  

is more common on the dry coastal cliffs of JVD.  


